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The March 1 assassination of a Haitian senator has disrupted negotiations among political parties
to end the crisis that has gripped the country since June 1997. The leading opposition party said the
murder was the result of President Rene Preval's January "coup d'etat," and called off the talks.
Senator Jean-Yvon Toussaint, a member of the opposition L'Organisation de Peuple en Lutte (OPL),
was shot to death near his home in a Port-au-Prince suburb.
Mischa Gaillard of the National Congress of Democratic Movements said, "We have been trying
to negotiate a solution and then suddenly this assassination explodes, poisoning the atmosphere,
calling the negotiation process into question. Our options are clear they are either chaos or
compromise."
To break the deadlock that had at first centered on the appointment of a new prime minister,
President Preval dissolved the National Assembly Jan. 11, arguing that there had been no election
to validate the expired terms of the legislators (see NotiCen, 1999-01-21). Toussaint was one of only
nine senators whose terms had not expired.
A Haitian court ruled in February against a petition for redress brought by members of parliament
and let stand Preval's Jan. 11 proclamation. Judge Clausel Debrosse said the court had no
jurisdiction in the matter. The ruling left political dealmaking as the only solution. In a press release,
the OPL called the January action a "coup d'etat," that "created a climate of anarchy and generalized
violence."
UN Secretary General Kofi Annan warned in February of "increasing polarization in the country
and new risks to constitutional government and the consolidation of democracy." The deepened
crisis could also kill any chance that President Bill Clinton's administration will get the US$140
million in aid for Haiti it wants from Congress. Sen. Jesse Helms (R-NC) said in December before
Preval dissolved the Assembly that the aid would "reward" Haiti's lack of progress toward
democracy.
Several US senators proposed a resolution Feb. 26 demanding an immediate restoration of
democratic institutions. The resolution said Preval "seized dictatorial powers by effectively
dissolving Haiti's parliament and announcing he will rule by decree." Haiti's general counsel in the
US Ira Kursban said the senators misunderstood Preval's speech dissolving parliament. "A careful
reading of Preval's statement made it plain he felt he had no authority to extend the term of the
parliament," he told Reuters news service. In late January, Preval asked all political parties to begin
negotiating to end the impasse.
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The most crucial step is to agree on the makeup of a new electoral council to replace the discredited
body blamed for the failure of the April 1997 election, generally believed to have been hopelessly
flawed. According to Cabinet chief Francois Severin, Preval wanted to have an electoral council set
up by Feb. 2 and to hold new general elections in "record time." However, the chances of successful
negotiations on the electoral issues were never high.
With the dissolution of parliament,Preval also cut off legislators' salaries, and on Feb. 28 he began
replacing mayors whose terms had also expired. The first to go, under armed escort, was Port-auPrince Mayor Joseph Emmanuel Charlemagne, whom Preval replaced with an interim commission.
Jackson Bellevue, secretary-general of Haiti's Association of Mayors, immediately denounced the
removals. Members of parliament and the National Association of Mayors announced they would
ask the Supreme Court to reverse Preval's actions.

Preval fails to meet his deadline for calling elections
On Feb. 2, Preval went on television to say he could not meet the self-imposed deadline for
assembling a new electoral council. "The food is not yet cooked," he said. "Rather than give food
that is only warm, we prefer to take a little more time." Preval also failed to name a new Cabinet by
Feb. 2 as promised.
Re-explaining the dissolution of parliament, Preval said that, under the Constitution, the 45th
legislature expired on the second Monday of January. "That legislature had to leave," and could not
reconstitute itself as the 46th legislature without an election, he said. "If we extend their mandate,
we would open the path to dictatorship," said Preval. "Extending the mandate would equal a coup
d'etat."
Preval went on to outline his agenda, which includes a "credible and nonpartisan" electoral council,
an electoral- review council made up of representatives from parties participating in the elections,
national and international election observers, and an assessment of Haiti's "ability to finance these
elections according to our law."
Interparty negotiations began in early February with the OPL and five other opposition parties
organized in a negotiating coalition called Espace de Concertation. The talks ended March 1 with
the assassination of Toussaint. The coalition had proposed that Preval reinstate parliament as a
condition for agreeing on a new electoral council and holding general elections. It also demanded
guarantees of personal security for members of parliament. Following the Toussaint assassination,
the OPL announced it was calling off the talks with Preval. [Sources: Reuters, 01/27/99, 01/28/99,
02/04/99; Notimex, 01/26/99, 02/02/99, 02/04/99, 02/26/99; Associated Press, Center for International
Policy (Washington) 03/01/99; Haiti On Line (Miami), The Miami Herald, 03/02/99]
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